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A existência de uma modalidade de pesquisa que explora especificamente a prática projetual é reconhecida em alguns 
países mas não em outros.  Esse estudo comparativo de teses suécas e brasileiras investiga essa situação e pergunta: A 
pesquisa acadêmica em áreas de prática projetual é diferente daquela desenvolvida em outras áreas? 
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Practice-based research [PbR] is widely recognized in Europe but is less well recognised elsewhere. We are 
investigating this by making a comparative study of Swedish and Brazilian doctoral theses. The central question is: Is 
academic research in areas of design practice different from models of academic research in other areas? 
 
Introduction and Relevance of the Study: Academic Research and Design Practice 
 
Research funding bodies and higher level education institutes with an interest in academic research strive to 
define what research in design areas is, and how it can be identified and evaluated. It is common that the 
academic community adopts a traditional definition of research, usually one that has its origins in the 
scientific model of research. This means that the traditional scientific model of research is generally regarded 
as the dominant one in the academic arena. However, it can be anticipated that a scientific model might not 
offer the ideal structure for defining what is research in the humanities (cf. Gibbons et al, 1994). 
 
The AHRC (Arts and Humanities Research Council) is a British funding agency that finances academic 
research in the humanities and the arts. The Council adopts a definition that considers research primarily in 
terms of its processes rather than in terms of its results (AHRC, 2006). This definition of academic research 
was constructed around three key aspects and any bid application should respond to all three integrally if it is 
to be considered eligible for funding from this agency: First, the research proposal should define a series of 
questions, themes or problems that will be considered throughout the study. The proposal should also define 
aims and objectives that seek to improve knowledge and understanding on these questions, themes or 
problems that are being considered (AHRC, 2006: 19). Second, the research proposal should specify a 
research context in which the questions, themes or problems will be approached. The researcher should 
specify why it is important that these questions, themes or problems be considered; other studies or research 
that are being or have been developed in the area; and the particular contribution that the project will bring to 
the advancement of creativity, insight, knowledge and understanding in the area (AHRC, 2006: 19). Third, 
the research proposal should specify methods that will be used for studying and responding to the questions, 
themes or problems. It should be declared how, in the course of the project, the researcher intends to respond 
to the questions, themes or problems. The reason for the choice in method should also be explained and why 
this method will offer the most appropriate means of analysing the questions, themes and problems of the 
study (AHRC, 2006: 19).  
 
This definition of research introduces a distinction between academic research and design practice which 
becomes explicit when the research results and processes are considered. Outcomes of design practice may 
be produced or the practice activity may be developed as an integral stage of the academic research process 
as defined above. The AHRC would expect, however, that this professional practice be accompanied by 
some form of documentation of the research process as well as by some form of textual analysis or 
explanation that supports the theoretical position that was taken and demonstrated critical reflection. 
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Conversely, professional design practice might not involve this reflective process in which case the research 
proposal would be ineligible for AHRC academic research funding. 
 
This model of research published by the AHRC is essentially a process-model that the Council uses to 
differentiate research that is eligible for its funding from that which is ineligible. Although this process-
model presents many advantages, in particular the separation between research format and research content, 
it still receives considerable criticism from the academic community in areas of design practice.  
 
The present study asserts the need for further investigation of the traditional formats that are adopted in the 
dominant models of academic research thus problematizing the fundamental characteristics of academic 
research in areas of design practice. The use of the scientific method or communication of research outcomes 
through the traditional text-based thesis seen as indicators of valid research inhibits the exploration of new 
and alternative formats. Focusing on the process, such as on the systematic and rigorous implementation of 
an appropriate method, allows the researcher to ask about the appropriateness of that method instead of the 
appropriateness of the format in which the results are communicated (Biggs, 2005). There is therefore a 
difficulty in conducting academic research in areas of design practice if the AHRC definition of research is 
adopted exclusively. This is because the definition is general and provides a generic model of academic 
research in all areas, and therefore does not problematize specific areas. Such a definition does not consider, 
for example, the case of areas where these might be design and creative practice, where the results of 
research are often non-linguistic or ineffable, or do not otherwise present themselves as classic verbal 
discourse. 
 
In an attempt to clarify what academic research in areas of design practice would be, the AHRC asks in its 
application forms: What contribution will your project make to improving, enhancing or developing 
creativity, insights, knowledge or understanding in your chosen area of study? This question has been 
systematically studied in an attempt to make it as inclusive as possible in order to accommodate the results 
and processes that are inherent to the areas of design practice. 
 
Biggs and Büchler (2006) unpacked the AHRC question above and concluded that there are particularities 
within the areas of design practice that make it ambiguous and in need of further reflection if it is to be 
useful. The ambiguity in the question in terms of areas of design practice appears, for example, in regards to 
the need for the research to be ‘creative’. There is a dimension to the ‘creativity’ requirement that suggests 
that the research be itself creative and that the researcher demonstrate creativity when defining the theme, 
questions, methods for analysis, etc. However, there are also issues that involve the act of being creative in 
design practice and, consequentially, of what is acceptable as knowledge on that ‘creativity’. The confusion 
arises when an original solution for a design problem is presented as a sign of creativity and whether or not 
this creative and original outcome would represent originality and creativity as required in the academic 
research community. 
 
The concept of ‘knowledge’ itself should be understood, within the context of academic research, as that 
which is transferable and communicable and not that which only benefits the investigator or commissioning 
agent as commonly occurs in professional design practice. Knowledge which is tacit and/or experiential and 
can be known but not communicated represents an original contribution to the professional but, for being 
tacit, only stands to benefit that professional and not the community as a whole (Biggs, 2004). These are only 
two distinctions and incongruence between the generic definition of academic research and design practice 
that serve to indicated that the relationship between these two contexts and the conceptual grounding of the 
first should be explored in more depth. 
 
The Academic Research/Design Practice Relation: United Kingdom and Brazil 
 
In Europe, and particularly in the UK, there is an on-going debate in which it is discussed whether academic 
research in areas of design practice would be in some way different from the research that is developed in 
other disciplines. The debate originated as a consequence of the move and reclassification of the British 
polytechnics. In 1992 the old British polytechnics, which had a technical-vocational profile, were given 
university status. The distinction between a university and the old polytechnic schools was that the former 
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had individual awarding powers while for the latter this power was held by the government agency CNAA 
(Council for National Academic Awards). With this change, certain criteria that were seen as clear and 
universal in a large part of the disciplines started to be questioned in search of definitions that would 
encompass characteristics that are specific to design practice activities such as architecture, fine, performing 
and applied arts, music, design, etc. Criteria that, within the traditional model of academic research, were 
fixed and defined such as ‘knowledge’, ‘creativity’, ‘reference’, ‘method’, ‘audience’, etc, started to be 
questioned and explored. An attempt was made towards extending these concepts that are characteristic of 
the traditional model of research so as to include the humanities. Certain successful discussions were 
conducted around the hybrid concepts such as ‘tacit and experiential knowledge’ (Neuweg, 2002),  ‘reflexive 
method’ (Schön, 1991) and ‘grounded theory’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) but these still precipitate 
considerable debate. 
 
Some critics have suggested that a separation between ‘practice-led’ research and the traditional model of 
research in art and design doctoral research be made (Scrivener, 2004). This separation corresponds to the 
different routes to research that various institutions (e.g. Coventry, Dundee, Oxford Brookes, etc.) propose in 
order to award the same title: the PhD in areas of design practice. Other institutions (such as the Kent 
Institute) have modified the traditional requirements for theses that are presented, demanding only an 
argument or deciding in favour of the mere documentation of the design process. The documentation of the 
process is widely preferred in the performance areas such as dance where PARIP (Practice as Research in 
Performance) proposes that dance performance be taken as research. Some institutes have changed their 
requirements from the conventional thesis to the possibility of presenting an argument in non-text formats or 
documentation of the design process. As a result of this questioning of what would constitute research as 
such, many diverse and alternative concepts of quality and understanding of the previously fixed 
requirements for academic research arose. Today in the UK there are many models of PhD thesis that include 
the traditional bound document and the possibility of submitting only a work of art or presenting an exhibit 
around which theoretical points are discussed at doctoral level (UKCGE, 2003: §5.3). The problem that this 
situation creates is that of the inexistence of clear criteria of what is academic research in areas of design 
practice. For this reason, around the same time that the polytechnics were given university status thereby 
becoming thus autonomous academic authorities, the question of the role of design practice in academic 
research began to be debated. 
 
In the structure of architectural higher education in Brazil there is a division between disciplines that deal 
with theoretical and fundamental issues of architecture, with technical and productive aspects and with 
design practice. At FAUUSP (Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism of the University of São Paulo) this 
division is reflected in the faculty department names: AUH (Department of Architectural and Design 
Aesthetics History), AUT (Department of Architectural Technology) and AUP (Department of Architectural 
Project Design). In the case of the AUH and AUT departments, there is a direct connection between the 
content of the graduate modules and the research that is conducted in each department. For example, 
research that is conducted in the AUH can make a critical analysis of an architectural work and in AUT it is 
possible to evaluate buildings, materials and production processes. It is common that research that is 
developed in the AUP department adopts the same methods or investigates the same questions as the other 
two departments. It is therefore difficult to consider the contribution of the design activity to research or 
issues that are relevant to that practice through the use of these conventional methods.  
 
The present project asks whether there are, in academic research in areas of design practice, issues that are 
fundamentally different from those that are successfully contemplated through use of the dominant models of 
research. It was possible to visualize this question when, in the UK, the polytechnics restructured their 
syllabus. Within these new academic structures each discipline had its own academic research counterpart 
and it then was possible to identify a gap in the description of academic research that would be developed in 
the departments that taught design practice.  
 
Another particularity of the Brazilian situation on academic research in areas of design practice is that 
usually the same professionals that practice the architectural design activity also conduct academic research. 
Perrone (2001) explored the bipolarity between research and architectural practice and explained that the 
appearance of expressions such as ‘design-thesis’ demonstrate this issue in the context of the Brazilian 
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architect-researcher. The architect-researcher archetype describes that professional who designs, lectures and 
develops academic research at the same time because of the particular economic situation that presents itself 
in Brazil. All these professional activities are developed concurrently within the concept of the Brazilian 
architect-researcher. Nevertheless, the impact of one on the other is not clear. It is not clear whether the 
architect’s practice is benefited by the academic research that she develops or whether the practitioner 
contributes in an original and unique way to the academic research that he develops in his area of expertise. 
Regardless, it is evident that the current model that defines academic production makes a distinction between 
the practical and research result. 
 
Under the Lattes platform1 for example, the output of design practice should be listed as technical rather than 
academic production. This creates restrictions for research funding. The professional who does not have 
sufficient academic production to merit research funding, will have to resort to other sources of financial 
support. In this situation, it is probable and common that the professional will tend to develop research that 
presents a more practical outcome or outcomes that have commercial applications. This professional whose 
research is being funded by non-academic research funding agencies may be unable to develop theoretical 
and fundamental research which is the type of research that helps to build critical mass in an academic 
community (Friedman, 2004). Therefore, despite of arising due to different reasons, both in the UK and in 
Brazil the same question about the relationship between academic research and design practice is being 
asked: Is academic research in areas of design practice in some way different from the dominant model of 
academic research?  
 
The Problem Presented by the Concept of Practice-Based Research 
 
This question has, in the UK, given rise to the term ‘Practice-based Research’ (PbR), a term that in itself 
provokes a series of misunderstandings and disagreements. It is not clear, for example, what proportion or 
contribution from practice to academic research would characterize this research sub-group. The converse 
concept, that academic research would not have a practice aspect, is also not persuasive (Langrish, 2000). 
Even academic research that is developed within the traditional scientific disciplines contains practical 
elements such as experimentation, data collection, observation and interviewing, for example. The historic 
context of PbR has been summarized by Bird (2000). Various critical articles that express diverse positions 
about this sub-group of research have also been disseminated by the NCAD (National College of Art and 
Design) in Dublin, Ireland. In Europe PbR is recognized and currently discussed, however in Brazil, 
although this modality of research exists it is not clearly demarcated. 
 
In the Latin American Schools and Faculties of Architecture conference, Perrone (2001) discussed the 
question of academic research in the area of architectural design. He stated that there is a concern in 
understanding the relationship between research and design and presented two current opinions on academic 
research in areas of architectural design. The first perspective is visible in debates that are conducted in the 
disciplines of architecture, design and urbanism where a large number of academics take research work as 
that which ‘contains a method and/or a systematic treatment that is capable of establishing reflections and 
conclusions about some objects of study’2  (Perrone, 2001: 1). The other perspective that comes from the 
architectural design practitioners defends ‘the design activities as research activities’3   (Perrone, 2001: 1). It 
is possible to infer from the first group of academics that their argument would defend that various other 
disciplines could contribute to research on architectural design. alternatively, the advocates of the second 
argument would maintain that because architectural design is the object of study in academic research in this 
area, it can only be known and therefore investigated effectively by the architect herself. If the investigation 
is conducted by a researcher from a different area, one runs the same risk as when ‘we try to conduct an 
economic interpretation without being economists, a sociological interpretation without being sociologists 
and so forth’4 (Sanovicz, 1990: 111). On this debate about the relationship between research and practice, 
Perrone (2001) concluded that it reflects the uncertainties about the production of knowledge that exists in 
higher education architectural institutes. 
 
The contribution of design practice to academic research can best be described as a spectrum that is 
composed of two extreme poles and a long and variable range of possible combinations between the two. For 
clarity, three ways in which design practice can contribute to academic research will be explained here: the 
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two extreme poles of (1) exploratory practice within the traditional model of academic research and (2) 
practice as a generator of relevant questions that are explored within the structure provided by the traditional 
model of academic research, and (3) the problematic relationship that this study considers and that occupies 
the central position on the practice/research spectrum which states that design practice is academic research. 
 
The first relationship between design practice and academic research exists within the traditional, namely 
scientific, model of academic research, where the role of practice is exploratory. In this type of relationship 
hypotheses are created and ways of investigating these possibilities through experiments, models, interviews, 
representations, observations, etc., are considered. The other pole of the practice/research relationship exists 
within design practice. In this scenario, during the creative process, the practitioner surrounds herself with 
information that is deemed relevant for the specific design problem in the hopes of reaching an insightful 
solution. Within this model, design practice contributes to academic research as a means of generating the 
questions that are considered important in the practice context and that should then be investigated within the 
dominant template of academic research.  
 
The problematic relationship between design practice and academic research that this study considers 
appears when the original knowledge that results from design practice in itself contributes to the 
advancement of that community. Above it was explained how the definitions of academic research that are 
offered by research funding bodies highlight the contribution of the new knowledge to the community as 
being a defining characteristic of academic research.  It would therefore be a logical assumption that design 
practice that contributed to the area in this way would be academic research. Following this model, design 
practice would be the same as academic research and would mean, for instance, the design of Brasília would 
have awarded Lúcio Costa a PhD and Picasso could have equally received the doctoral title for his 
“Demoiselles D’Avignon”.  
 
Two arguments can be put forth to explain this particular position that design practice occupies in academic 
research in these areas. Perrone (2001) defended that what would distinguish this particular research sub-
group would the non-conformist education of the practitioner that would make her resist systematisation that 
is a necessary condition of academic research. This argument would classify the area of design practice as 
distinct in some way and deserving of certain concessions. This perspective would suggest that academic 
research that is developed in these areas should enjoy special privileges because the area would be in some 
way special. Biggs (2000) preferred the argument that suggests the opposite opinion: that these areas are not 
different from the other disciplines where academic research is conducted and for that reason, if the design 
practitioners require different criteria (such as the architectural design as thesis) they should make a 
persuasive argument that defends the use of alternative conceptualisations and not the suspension of the 
established criteria. This perspective suggests that academic research in areas of design practice would be 
different but equal. 
 
The present study, to which both Biggs and Perrone amongst others are contributors,  proposes a 
reconciliation between these two perspectives and defends that the academic research defining criteria should 
be unpacked so that the conceptual essence of these criteria can be reconsidered in light of the particularities 
of design practice. It would be necessary to take relevant concepts that are accepted in the design practice 
community into consideration when rebuilding more inclusive academic research criteria. The direct 
acceptance of practice as research creates objective problems. One aspect that makes the recognition of this 
type of research as academic production potentially problematic is the non-traditional nature of its results. 
Another problem is in the specificity of the many concepts that are used in design practice. 
 
There are exclusive understandings of concepts such as ‘knowledge’, ‘rigour’ and ‘artefact’ in areas of 
design practice, to name a few. Notions of ‘knowledge’ in its various forms and manifestations have been 
discussed by Newbury (1996), the Experiential Knowledge Project (EKP)5, and in the second Research into 
Practice conference in 2002 and disseminated in the on-line journal Working Papers on Art and Design6. The 
question of academic ‘rigour’ in research that is developed in design practice areas has been discussed by 
Wood (2000) in one of the few texts that specifically treat this question in this academic area. Government 
agencies that regulate the quality of graduate and post-graduate courses such as the British QAA (Quality 
Assurance Agency) demand that rigour be observed in all academic activities (understood as education and 
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research) however do not supply a clear definition of the term. The role of the ‘artefact’ in academic research 
was the theme of the 2004 Research into Practice conference at the University of Hertfordshire.   
 
Today in Europe there are collections of self-professed practice-based PhDs and research that are financed 
by research funding bodies. However, even in the UK where PbR has been recognized for longer, there is 
still considerable disagreement about what constitutes PbR as well as what constitutes indicators of 
excellence in academic research in general. Evidence of this situation can be seen in the disagreements 
amongst peer groups in the quinquenial British Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in art and design about 
the role of design practice and in the various debates on academic discussion lists such as PhD Design7 and 
Practice-led Research8. 
 
The existence of these discussions around the so-called PbR suggests that the European community may gain 
competitive academic advantage if they can formalize and conduct research under this new sub-group label. 
However, this matter cannot be responded to directly due to the inbuilt disagreement about criteria. Without 
the clear definition of indisputable criteria, the question of PbR is circular. For example, the statistical data 
on PbR PhDs do not give a account of whether or not these PhDs respond to a group of (be they expanded 
and more inclusive) criteria that is compatible with (and comparable to) those held in traditional models of 
academic research. The criteria that were developed to cater to this sub-group of research (that is developed 
in the areas of design practice) would have to be different to those that are normally applied to the scientific 
model of academic research in order to account for the particular and specific notions of design practice. 
What this means in practical terms is that if a world mapping of PbR according to the traditional criteria of 
academic research that are used today, it is likely that not a single example of PbR would be found. This is 
because PbR by definition and in principle deviates from the central criteria that are commonly used to 
qualify academic research as such.   
 
In this sense, a project about the issue of PbR (as the case of this study) would have to problematize the 
notion of this sub-group of academic research. Such a study would also have to verify whether the extension 
of criteria so as to incorporate conceptual understandings that are held by this sub-group would bring some 
advantage to the academic community or whether it would merely dilute high quality academic research. 
Research that is recognized as academic in this area is essential so that the disciplines that involve an 
element of design practice gain credibility. There is, however, a problem in that research that is recognized 
as academic is that which meets the traditional norms of research.  
 
In 2003 the UKCGE (UK Council for Graduate Education) commissioned a report on PbR which presented a 
final argument for the relevance of studying PbR as a means of improving the academic industry’s 
competitive advantage. The report identified three main principles of doctoral research: ‘contribution to 
knowledge and understanding’, ‘critical knowledge of the research methods’ and ‘[be] subject to an oral 
examination by appropriate assessors’ (UKCGE, 2003: §2.2).  
 
This analysis fits the re-evaluation of the aim of the PhD in the UK which was done as a consequence of the 
expansion of the university disciplines to include non-traditional areas such as art and design. The re-
evaluation aimed to differentiate the fundamental content of research from the format in which it was being 
delivered, i.e. the textual thesis.  The analysis aimed to facilitate the identification of qualities that could be 
demonstrated in a non-textual or practice-based way. As a result, many contentious areas were identified and 
the conclusion that was reached was that: 
 
What is needed is a set of nationally agreed definitions of standards for the award of doctorates (see below) 
framed in such a way that they are sufficiently rigorous to secure demonstration of the qualities outlined at 3.2 
above, but sufficiently inclusive to allow all subjects to find expression within them. (UKCGE 2003: §4.3)  
 
The UKCGE report also identified how this could be accomplished:  
 
This inclusive model would involve either demonstrating/accepting that the activities and outcomes outlined in 
earlier sections could reasonably be seen as consistent with a traditional scientific model, or broadening the 
model so as to encompass the entire continuum from scientific to practice-based research.  This would entail 
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re-defining the former in general terms of, for instance, the acquisition of relevant data, the exercise of critical 
and analytical skills, sustained and coherent argumentation, and clarity and (relative) permanence in 
presentation, rather than in the narrower terms of formation and testing of hypotheses.  Such shifts, which have 
occurred already in the system across all manner of disciplines, perhaps need to be formally acknowledged and 
embraced. It would follow from this approach that the creative process involved in practice-based doctorates 
can be seen as a form of research in its own right and, as such, as equivalent to scientific research.  Thus, the 
product and associated creative process presented as part of the doctoral submission can be viewed as 
demonstrating the defining competences of doctorateness in the ‘same way’ as in a traditional research based 
submission. (UKCGE, 2003: §4.4) 
 
In this recommendation that resulted from the examination of PbR it is suggested that there would be a 
benefit in studying PbR however this would not be a sub-group but rather an approach to academic research 
as is the scientific approach to research. In the report it was also highlighted that there are a large number of 
projects in the humanities in general that, strictly speaking, do not fit the traditional and/or scientific model 
of research. These studies that are being developed in various areas of the humanities (and not only in areas 
of the design practice) are evolving in the direction of the model that is proposed for PbR.  
 
It can therefore be inferred that the systematic unpacking of concepts from the traditional model of academic 
research in order to rebuild a model of research that is more in line with the needs of the areas of design 
practice, is a worthwhile pursuit.  There is also great potential for the increase in competitive advantage in 
the academic community that is involved in the structuring of such a model. 
 
 
The British-Swedish Project: Academic Research in Areas of Design Practice  
 
In 2004 the Swedish government financed the prestigious Sigtuna symposium in order to discuss 
fundamental issues to do with PbR. The motivation for the event was the proposal of a bill that would be 
presented to the Swedish parliament in October of that year and would enable the Research Council to 
amplify the scope of its research funding to include the academic production from the PbR sub-group. This 
government initiative responded to the development of this subject in the neighbouring countries, mainly the 
UK, and consequently to Sweden’s need to maintain its commercial and pedagogical competitiveness in the 
international academic context. The Swedish Secretary of Education attended the symposium and in 2005 
government funding was made available through the Research Council for the creation of four Visiting 
Guests Professorship posts. These four posts were created so that international specialists could visit 
universities and research centres in Sweden in the 2006/7 academic year and share their research on PbR. 
The Visiting Guest Professorship in architecture at University of Lund was awarded to Michael Biggs from 
the University of Hertfordshire, UK. There was also interest in consolidating an international collaboration 
that considered the strength of Brazilian research being developed within the PbR sub-group. The Swedish 
invitation for Visiting Guest Professorship provided a timely opportunity for formalizing the project 
Academic Research in Areas of Design Practice (ar-dp). The choice of project name purposely did not 
include the still debatable term ‘Practice-based Research’ in order to enable an unbiased exploration of 
academic research that is developed in areas of design practice.  
 
The project description9 explains how a mapping of PhDs in architecture that have been completed in 
Sweden and Brazil will complement a philosophical and epistemological investigation on PbR. The mapping 
will identify concepts from design practice that are presented in the conventional thesis format and conduct a 
conceptual unpacking of these. In previous publications, Biggs had identified 11 concepts that referred to 
academic research and problematized them in terms of the context of design practice. These 11 concepts 
were organized into 4 thematic groups that served to guide the investigative and analytical process. The 
project will explore the concepts in conjunction with the mapping results of the real examples of Brazilian 
and Swedish theses on architecture in order to build definitions of concepts that are more inclusive of design 
practice concerns and outcomes. The dissemination of the results of the ar-dp project will be done through 
the publication of 4 journal articles and a bilingual book to be published through Lund University Press is 
being discussed.  
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